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INFORMATION ON METHODS OF BIRTH CONTROL AT MATERNITY 
AND CHILD WELFARE CENTRES. 


Reprint of Speeches made by Lord Buckmaster in the House of Lords 
on April 28th, 1926, on the occasion on his moving the Motion given below. 


Lorp BUCKMASTER had given Notice to move to resolve: 
“That His Magesty’s Government be requested to withdraw all 
instructions given to, or conditions tmposed on, welfare committees 
for the purpose of causing such committees to withhold from married 
women in their district 1nformation when sought by such women 
as to the best means of limiting their families.” 


The noble and learned Lord said: My Lords, the question 
that forms the subject of the Motion standing in my name possesses 
an importance that few will deny. It is one of the large group of 
new grave questions that are pressing upon us with increasing 
insistence and demand that rational, restrained and intelligent 
discussion which can be obtained nowhere better than within the 
walls of your Lordships’ House. One of the strangest ironies of 
life is this, that man everywhere seeks for rest and every- 
where he encounters change. One position is no sooner occupied 
than it becomes necessary to seek another, and in the continual 
adaptation to the ever-changing conditions of environment and life 
you find the only means for development and growth. This 
question illustrates what I mean. Some fifty years ago it was new. 

Its advocacy was attempted to be punished by the Criminal Law, 
it startled and it shocked people, but to-day all that is left of the 
controversy is this : Will you take steps to withhold from the poor 
the knowledge that is possessed and practised by the rich ? 


I believe that no one who has the least familiarity with the 
facts will deny the truth of what I say. You cannot read an 
book that deals with this question—and I have read many—without 
finding that they treat as an accepted axiom that birth control 
is being extensively practised by the people who are well-to-do 
and that it is only among the poorest and the most ignorant, the 
most destitute, the most shiftless, helpless, hopeless stratum of 
society that that knowledge has not permeated and is not used. 
Statistics themselves are eloquent upon the point. If you take a 
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thousand married people under the age of 50 the birthrate for 
schoolmasters is 93; for clergymen of the Church of England it 
is 100, for clergy of all denominations it is about 102; for doctors 
and professional men, from 103 to 105; for skilled labour, 153; and 
for unskilled labour, 247. If you take the standard of intelligence, 
measured by examination of the children in the schools, you will 
find that there is a descending scale of intelligence which is in 
the exact inverse ratio to this standard of birth rate. The truth 
is that in spite of what people may say about the nation being 
divided into classes, there is continually going on the winnowing 
process of nature and in the great solution of life every organism 
tends to take its proper place according to its specific gravity. 
These people for whom | speak represent the lowest sedimentary 
stratum of them all. I want to ask in these circumstances : 
Why is it that from them this knowledge should be withheld ? 


The position at the present moment is this: The Ministry of 
Health will provide money for the purpose of assisting welfare 
centres that are set up by local authorities, to enable those welfare 
centres to give help and advice to women who are expecting children 
and to women who have young children under their care. But 
there is an expressed prohibition that prevents these people, though 
they are qualified medical men and women, from being able to 
give information to any person who asks as to the means 
by which further births might be prevented. The question, the 
only question before your Lordships this afternoon, is whether or 
not that state of things ought, not only in the interests of justice, 
but in the interests of our race, to be allowed to continue. There 
are, I know, many people who deplore the fact to which I have 
referred, that birth control is exercised by people who are 
well-to-do and by the intelligent among all classes. It is no use 
weeping over lost battlefields. That struggle has been fought and 
it has been lost and won, and you can never recapture the position. 


The reason is not, as some people say, that women are selfish 
and men are worthless and the world is addicted to nothing but 
pleasure. It is nothing of the kind. It is due to a much higher 
and much more permanent cause than that. It is due to an 
increased respect for the sanctity of life. It is due to the desire 
of people to secure that their children are not pressed out by the 
illimitable competition of unrestricted numbers of their brothers 
and sisters, and it is inspired by the hope that people will be able 
to make for their children an easier and a better place in the world 
than they themselves once filled. Some people, of course, talk. 
about the ennobling effect of a struggle with poverty. The people 
who talk like that have never known the struggle. It is the most 
degrading, the most demoralising struggle to which a human being 
can be put. To suggest that poverty is a good thing is an astonish- 
ing suggestion when you remember that every man, from the time 
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he first begins to work until the time when he can work no more, 
spends the whole of his energies trying to escape from it. I say 
that these people are prevented from knowing the facts that will 
enable them to prevent the illimitable repetition of their children. 


What are the class of cases for which I desire relief? I beg 
your Lordships carefully to note that my Motion lays no burden, 
imposes no duty upon any medical officer of health at all. It does 
not even contain directions that it should, or say that in the 
opinion of the Ministry of Health it ought to be done. It is to 
let qualified medical people, if they in their judgment think fit, 
exercise their medical knowledge for the relief of the women, that 
come before them. What are the classes of the women who come 
for help? I do not propose to read to you a very large number 
of instances and, of course, the instances that I take will 
probably be liable to the criticism that they are selected. They 
are selected from a most tiny handful of the population and you 
could reproduce and multiply them in any single parish within the 
City of London and in any one of the wards of our great cities 
throughout Great Britain. Please do not think that these cases, 
terrible as they are, are exceptional. They are typical cases of a 
condition of misery that is to be found throughout the poorer areas 
of our great cities. 


Let me read to you one or two instances. Here is a woman 
who was married at the age of seventeen. At the age of thirty-four 
she had had eighteen pregnancies with eleven live children. Her 
husband, a hawker, was often away from home and does not attempt 
to support the family. The mother does this by hawking. The 
three youngest children are backward and unable to walk and 
have to be taken out with the mother on her rounds in a peram- 
bulator. The housing accommodation is one living room and two 
bedrooms. The mother shares a flock mattress, without sheet or 
blankets, with these youngest children, and her last confinement 
was conducted under these conditions. The mother and all the 
children are clean and well-cared for, so please do not think that 
you are dealing with a woman who does not care what happens. 
She refuses to have relation with her husband until he overpowers 
her, and of course, by the merciful law of this country, a man 
cannot rape his wife. She has asked him to take other women. 
During the last pregnancies she has done everything she knew to 
procure abortion. She cannot go away from home. 


That is one case and, believe me, it is by no means 
unusual. You can reproduce it again and again, and such cases 
will continue if you do not enable these women to obtain knowledge 
by which they can prevent themselves having children. There is 
one thing which they will all admit—namely, that they have made 
repeated and frequently successful efforts to procure abortion, 
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I cannot help thinking that we live in a world of sham. Every 
now and then cases come before the Courts and some person 
is sent to goal for a long period of years for performing an 
illegal operation, and yet this is the commonest thing you can 
think of in these places. The women will all confess it to you 
and will tell you that at the imminent risk of their life and 
health they are driven to resort to this as the only means of 
escape from. a state that they find intolerable. 


Let me give some further cases. Mrs. M. has had thirteen 
pregnancies, and has three living children. Mrs. N. has had three 
children, two of whom are not walking. Housing accommodation 
may be sufficient, but the children are under-fed and the mother 
cannot cope with the position. Mrs. P., aged thirty, has eighteen 
children, is tuberculous and has a uterine disease; each child is 
worse than the last and it is difficult to help except from the point 
of view of birth control. Then listen to this :— 


‘She does her best to secure abortions, and she does not 
observe the deficiencies in the children when they once arrive.” 


I wonder if your Lordships realise what this means. This 
woman comes and tries to relieve her situation with the help of 
the medical officer of health. She tells him that she is sorry that 
she is in this condition, that she has done her best to produce 
miscarriages and failed. “‘ Cannot you possibly tell me,” she asks, 
“how to prevent my getting into this condition again?’”’ The 
medical officer of health says : “‘ No, if I venture to tell you anything 
of the kind the Ministry of Health would stop the grant for this 
centre and we shall not be allowed to continue.” 


I will give your Lordships other cases. Mrs. S. has six children 
three of whom are mentally deficient and quite hopeless. The 
next case is of a mother who is tubercular, with seven children, two 
of whom already have advanced tuberculosis. The mother has 
done everything possible to secure abortion during the present 
pregnancy. Then there is a mother aged thirty-one, with eight 
children, and another who has been married seventeen years, has 
eight children, and has been in an asylum for four and a half months 
since the birth of the last child. Then there is a woman, married 
twenty-two years, with twelve children and five intentional mis- 
carriages. I could read your Lordships innumerable cases of this 
kind. They go on and on. In North Kensington, a place not 
supposed to be one of our slum areas—I suppose the inhabitants 
would be distinctly hurt if it were so described—I have a case 
described in a letter written by a very eminent woman. Mrs. A. 
has had thirteen pregnancies and has eleven children living. The 
husband is earning {1 a week. Mrs. B. has had twelve pregnancies 
and has seven children living and they are desperately poor. Then 
we come to C., D., E. and:F., all similar cases with three, four 
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or five pregnancies, with children either insufficiently fed or in- 
sufficiently clothed or both and every one of them, I beg your 
Lordships to note, going to be a burden upon the better-to-do 
artisans and other people in that place. 


Probably the saddest story of all is one that is not drawn 
directly from here. But listen to this :— 


‘When we first knew this family they had four children all 
of whom had been born without eyes. The two eldest had died 
when quite small and two little girls, aged two and four, had managed 
to survive. The mother was suffering from dementia precox, and 
spent eighteen months in hospital. She was incapable of training 
the children, who, sightless and speechless, sat all day long in their 
little beds manifesting not a single normal reaction to the tests 
that were given. The father was devoted to the mother and refused 
to send her to institutions but, realising that she ought not to have 
any more children, begged the information by which he could 
prevent such a result.”’ 


The answer is, of course, that if this information is given, the 
grants are stopped. These women are told: ‘“‘ We are not per- 
mitted to give this information. If you want it you will find a 
shop not far away, with unclean pictures in the window, and every 
suggestion of prurient and filthy literature inside. Go there and 
they will probably be able to tell you, it is perfectly certain 
that they will give you information which may be most deleterious 
to your health, and you certainly will not be under trained medical 
supervision. But it is not for us to help you, and we are not going 
to try.” 


I want to know why these people are not to be helped. It 
seems to me that it is preposterous for us to sit still and accept the 
facts of the story as they stand now in the knowledge that all the 
better and more thoughtful people are carefully limiting their 
children—the people who, beyond all others, we need—while 
people, sickly, mad, diseased, underfed, are reproducing at 
a rate that is nearly double that of anybody else, and there is no 
one to tell them that they ought not to do it, there is nobody to 
say that they ought not to bring into this world a child that is 
cursed from its birth with disease, that they have no reasonable 
opportunity of supporting, and intend .to throw upon the rest of 
the community for its maintenance, 


I really am anxious to know what is the answer to the case 
that Ihave put. Iask that duly qualified medical men and women 
should not have their discretion fettered as to the way in which 
they give advice to people who seek their help, when those people 
are living within the district which it is their duty to serve. Of 
course, you may raise the old economic answer that economically, 
in any circumstances, your population ought to be reproduced. 
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That I cannot help thinking is an echo of arguments that are long 
since dead and had better not be resurrected. They come from the 
time when it was thought that every added unit to a labourer’s 
family meant more material out of which the factory owner could 
extract work. Anybody who has read the history of the early 
part of the last century, and seen the way in which big fortunes 
in our manufacturing districts were built up at the expense of the 
lives of the children and women who worked in the factories, will 
have a sense of shame which it will be difficult to eradicate. Those 
' conditions have, thank God, gone by, and can never come back. 
Children can no longer be made instruments for the production of 
profits in a balance sheet, and it is no use asking that they shall be 
reproduced in order that you may have a bigger profit-earning 
unit in a workman’s family. 


It is also said that directly you limit the birth rate you begin - 
to descend in the scale of the world. Do I understand that the 
measure of nations is to be tested by their fecundity, as you test 
the value ofrabbits ? Itisnota question of numbers, but a question 
of quality. It is not numbers that is going to win the next war. 
It is brains ; and the future of the world is going to lie with the 
nation which can best see under the sights of a microscope, and not 
with that which can best see over the sights ofa gun. At the present 
moment you have got just upon a million people unemployed in 
this country. Is there any person who really thinks that in the 
conditions in which we stand you are going to absorb those people 
within your industries within a measurable period of time, and if 
so, are you going to absorb that ever-flowing increase from the 
populations I have quoted ? 


People do not seem to know, when they talk about the dimi- 
nution of the birth-rate, what the facts are. In fact, last year the 
population increased by 247,000 people, and before that the increase 
was larger still. If you have a larger population, of course the 
rate must necessarily fall, although the numbers added are greater. 
I think that within the first ten years of the century we added 
more to the population than during the whole of the eighteenth 
century. If it is said that it is for the public good that the popula- 
tion to which I have alluded should be reproduced, then those who 
take that view must accept responsibility for the consequences 
which must inevitably occur. 


I think that the chief answer is probably to be found in the 
deep-rooted religious objection to any such doctrine as this. 
I speak of a religious objection with the respect that all deep 
religious feeling commands, but I find myself quite unable even to. 
understand what is the ground upon which this religious objection 
is based. I notice that all attempts artificially to prevent the 
necessary natural consequences of relations between man and 
woman have been condemned by a group of eminent ecclesiastical 


- 


7 


authorities at Lambeth. They do not, so far as I can see, say that 
such children as those to which I have referred—blind, syphilitic, 
tubercular, mad—have got to be reproduced., No! But they say 
that the right course to follow is for a man or woman to exercise 
self-restraint, that abstention is his or her real duty, and. that 
that will really solve the question. 


What a strange doctrine to teach to people who live in the 
conditions of those from whom these examples I have given have 
been taken. Have those eminent ecclesiastics pictured for a single 
moment what the life of such people is? You take a young man 
under thirty, and a woman under thirty, and you put them to- 
gether night after night, unceasingly, in the closest possible 
physical contact you can imagine, and then you say: “Oh! you 
must remember you must abstain, because if you do not your 
children will be cursed with sickness.’ We all remempber the 
story in Gibbon of the young Christian, who quelled a rising 
temptation caused by a wanton woman, and he succeeded, but 
he only had one temptation to meet. If he had been tempted night 
after night he would have had no members left on his body to 
destroy. Human nature being what it is, this doctrine of 
abstention is impossible, and what else is it you propose ? 


I cannot help thinking that this idea has its origin in the 
conception that there is something in itself that is evil in the 
relations between man and woman. I am bound to say that there 
are occasions when I feel that if I stood alone in the world I would 
protest against such a doctrine as that. Why, if it be true, then 
evil is to be found in the very centre of all the beauty of life, and is 
demonstrated by every living creature that seeks its kind, by every 
flower that blossoms and every bird that sings. So far from it being 
evil within the strict limits of monogamy, and within the restraint 
that every man is bound to put upon all his appetites, I assert 
that it is not evil but that it is good, and that this doctrine that 
people should abstain from it is wrong and mischievous and is 
certain to lead to the shattering of more homes than any of the 
causes that we have ever heard denounced in this House. 


I do not: believe myself that the most Rev. Primate, with his 
great sagacity, will assent to any such proposition as that, because 
I see that he has written a foreword to a book, written by a 
lady who objects to birth control and at the end of which these 
conclusions are stated :— 


“There are certain women who, for medical reasons, should 
be’ prevented ‘from bearing children. 


“There are couples, with undesirable ier who rightly 
decline to bear children and who should follow medical advice as 
to the means of prevention. 
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“There are many women of the poorer classes in whom child- 
bearing is sometimes the last straw in the circumstances all of 
which tend to destroy health and vitality. Such conditions will 
only be truly remedied by social reforms, but where the health 
of the mother is impaired by too frequent pregnancies it is the 
duty of her medical adviser, whether in private or at hospital, 
to safeguard her health.” 


And though I have not the least desire to pin anybody to a 
phrase that may not have been thought out, I find that the most 
Rev. Primate of all England said this :— 


“TI desire on moral and religious as well as on social and 
national grounds to support your general conclusions.” 


That is all I ask. -I ask for nothing more than that the 
conclusion of that woman should be carried into effect through the 
only medical channel which is accessible. 


There remains only the position put forward by the Roman 
Catholic Church. I find myself in the unfortunate position of 
always being in acute conflict with the Roman Catholic Church. 
I am sorry, because I say sincerely I believe that there is no one 
outside its own communion who has ever felt the power of its 
appeal more really than I have myself. But, none the less, though 
I speak of them with all respect, I say that that Church must 
remember that it is no longer living in the days when it could 
compel Galileo to come upon his knees and say that the sun went 
round the earth, and that the earth did not go round the sun. 
They have no power to impose their views upon us, and, deeply as 
I respect them and their faith, I am entitled to ask precisely the 
same respect for the opinions which I just as earnestly hold. 


It is perfectly fantastic to suggest that because there are 
Roman Catholics who will have to bear the burden of taxation 
therefore those taxes ought not to be used for purposes to which 
they object. Why, there are thousands of people to-day who, 
though you may think them weak-minded—and I do not share 
their views—earnestly and sincerely and with the deepest religious 
faith believe that all warfare is a sin against Almighty God. Do 
you therefore refuse to collect taxes from them for the purposes 
of supporting your Army and your Navy? The Roman Catholic 
Church believe just as strongly that all divorce is sinful. Do you 
therefore exempt them from paying the salaries of the Judges who 
sit in the Divorce Courts? There are people who believe. that all 
forms of vaccination and inoculation are asin against nature. Do. 
you therefore say that they shall be relieved of any expense 
connected with public institutions where vaccination and inoculation 
take place. It is not the case, it is not possible. You have to 
deal with the country as a whole, and you cannot possibly, in 
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administering public affairs, consider the feelings of a few of the 
people who are concerned with what you do. 


But, of course, the real truth is that we cannot meet the Roman 
Catholic Church because reason and faith have been in age-long 
conflict, and, though they may respect each other, they can never 
be reconciled. The view that the Catholics take of life is 
different from that which I hold. What, to them, is all the trouble 
and the pain, the sickness, the disease and sorrow of this 
world? It is nothing but a mere troubled and transient ripple 
upon the surface of the great ocean of eternity. Cardinal Newman, 
one of their greatest Cardinals, proclaimed their faith in these 
words: He said that the Catholic Church held that it were better 
that the sun and the moon should fall from their places, that the 
earth should fail, and that all the many millions upon it should 
die of hunger in extremest agony rather than I will not say 
one soul should be lost, but should commit one venial offence, 
should tell one simple falsehood or steal one poor farthing without 
excuse. I cannot reach to the sublimity of that transcendent faith. 





I have another and a different vision of the mystery of life. 
To me the main purpose of man’s existence is to fight these very 
evils of pain and sickness and unhappiness, to engage in endless 
and constant struggle with the forces of nature until he makes 
them the servants of his will and the ministers to his delight. And 
I believe that every step forward in his triumphal march is 
accompanied by a fuller development of all the highest moral 
qualities, by an increasing love, not merely of his fellow men but 
of all his fellow creatures, by unflinching self-sacrifice and un- 
deviating devotion to the truth. You may not share my creed, 
but there must be many among you who think that if that is not 
the chief purpose it is at least one of the purposes of our 
existence, and to them I would appeal. 


I would appeal on behalf of the men who struggle in the grip 
of forces they can neither stem nor understand, upon whom 
the pressure of our civilisation falls with such a burden that 
beneath its weight there is blotted out all the beauty, and the 
simpler happiness of life, that should be the heritage of us all ; 
on behalf of the women—the women upon whose bare backs falls 
the untempered lash of the primeval curse declaring that “ in sorrow 
thou shalt bring forth children,’ the women with the pride and 
glory of their life broken and discrowned, and the flower of mother- 
hood turned into nothing but decaying weeds; and on behalf 
of. the children—the children who are thrust into this world un- 
wanted, unwelcomed, uncherished, unsustained, the children who 
do not bring trailing behind them clouds of glory but the taint 
of inherited disease, and over whose heads there hovers for ever 
the haunting horror of inherited madness: .on behalf of them all 


Io 


I would appeal and as men who believe in the great future of our 
race, and I beg of you, I earnestly entreat you, to support the 
Motion that I seek to move. 


Move to resolve: “That His Majesty’s Government be re- 
quested to withdraw all instructions given to, or conditions imposed 
on welfare committees for the purpose of causing such committees 
to withhold from married women in their district information when 
sought by such women as to the best means of limiting their 
families.” 

LorD BucKMASTER: My Lords, I certainly do not propose 
to occupy you for long, but it is plain that there is grave 
misapprehension about the terms of this Resolution, and they, 
at least, should be made quite clear. It never was my intention, 
however ambiguous my language may have been, that the 
information I desire to be given should be disseminated broadcast 
by wholly unqualified people, and I am sure that everybody 
who listened to my speech must have noticed that I emphasised 
throughout the point that it was the medical officer by whom 
the information should be given. If, therefore, the speech of 
the noble and learned Viscount upon the Woolsack means that 
the Government would not object to my Motion if I introduced 
some such words as “through their medical officer,’ I should 
have been glad to introduce them at the first and I am quite 
willing to introduce them now. But in truth your Lordships know 
well that, even with those words introduced, the debate has shown 
that it is the intention of the Government to oppose this Motion, 
not on the question as to whether or not information was to be 
given through any of the members of the committee—and up to 
the time when the noble and learned Viscount on the Woolsack 
spoke no-human being would have supposed that any such pro- 
ceeding was intended—but on the ground that the information 
ought not to be distributed at all. 


It is perfectly clear that the’ position at the present moment. 
is that there are conditions and restrictions imposed upon these 
medical officers that do in fact hinder and prevent them in cases 
where, according to their best medical judgment, information should 
be given. They are to withhold that information from the poor 
women who come and ask for it. We are told that they should 
send these poor women to their doctor. They have come to their 
only doctor already ; they have come and asked him what it 
is they are to do, and the doctor has said: ‘‘ The real trouble is 
this. Your pregnancy is going to be difficult. You are going to 
suffer, and one of the reasons is that you have had children far too ° 
quickly and too often and you ought to stop it.’’ The women say : 
‘How am I to stop it?’”’ “I cannot tell you that,’ the doctor 
is to reply, “ that is just one of the things that I am not at liberty 
to say.” Medical officers know that for these children there may 
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be waiting the curse of inherited weakmindedness. But they are 
to say: “‘Goon; this world wants people, and it makes no differ- 
ence what the quality is. Let them be mad, syphilitic, tuberculous, 
only for heaven’s sake do not stop them coming, because it is a 
terrible thing to check the birth-rate.” 


THE MARQUESS OF SALISBURY: The noble and learned Lord 
knows very well that none of us have said any such thing. 


LorD BUCKMASTER: But it is the imevitable result of what 
you do. It is not a question of what you say. The point 
is that if a woman comes to these centres to-day with a 
syphilitic history and says: “I do not know what to do; I 
cannot bear bringing these children into the world. Tell me 
how to stop it,’ the doctor is not at liberty to give the in- 
formation. This very notice tells you that, except on medical 
grounds, he is not to give it, and that it is not his business to 
give it but to send them to somebody else. Do let us know what 
we are doing. Do not let us vote with our minds obscured by a 
misunderstanding of the facts, the reality of which is not denied. 
I am perfectly willing that there should be medical control and 
that this matter should be in the discretion and power of the 
doctor. What I am not willing to consent to is that you should 
put a medical officer in charge of one of the most delicate and 
important medical subjects in the world and then fetter his 
discretion and say that he is not at liberty to do as he thinks 
tight. 

It is said that these women whom we seek to benefit are so 
indolent, so ignorant, so foolish that they will not come for the 
information. It is not merely that they do come, but the people 
who make that statement do that which men so often do—they 
overlook the woman’s side of this question. What to a man may 
be a mere triviality, an act between a sleep and a sleep and for- 
gotten in a moment, may bring to the woman the terror of 
consequences that we cannot measure, of months of sickness, 
misery and ill-health ending with hours of agony that are not 
veiled under the cloak of chloroform’s most merciful sleep. These 
are the people that we want to help ; but in spite of the willingness 
that, I am certain, has been genuinely expressed to help them, 
I say that the people who oppose this Motion are not helping but 
are hindering the cause. 


On Question, Whether the Motion shall be agreed to ? 
Their Lordships divided : Contents, 57; Not-Contents, 44. 
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